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Much innovation has occurred in U.S. Catholic higher education in response to the U.S. Catholic 
Bishops’ 1998 document Sharing Catholic Social Teaching: Challenges and Directions.1 This 
document and the “Summary Report of the Task Force on Catholic Social Teaching and Catholic 
Education” agreed both that Catholic social teaching (CST) has not met its intended goal of 
informing Catholics’ moral action, and that Catholic higher education inadequately integrates CST 
into the curriculum and co-curriculum. The Task Force on Catholic Social Teaching and Catholic 
Education identified opportunities for Catholic universities to incorporate CST more thoroughly 
into existing offerings and to create new CST programs. Although many universities have adopted 
these strategies in creative and exemplary ways, a fundamental and pressing challenge is to identify 
the resources within CST that both inform and transform students. This challenge raises questions 
related to how students engage with CST, including the following: How does CST inform and 
transform students’ knowledge, values, and actions? How can faculty and staff at Catholic 
universities most effectively facilitate the processes of students’ transformation in light of CST’s 
own content? 
This short paper analyzes only Catholic social teaching (i.e., official documents written by 
popes and bishops), not wider Catholic traditions. One potential barrier to including CST in the 
curriculum and co-curriculum is that the official documents themselves do not suggest a particular 
pedagogy or include plans for how the lessons of CST could be disseminated or implemented.2 
The documents constituting official CST seem to assume that familiarity with the corpus of 
Catholic social teaching necessarily leads to engagement, integration, and application of principles 
to particular situations, yielding right social action.3 Although the shortcomings of this approach 
have been well-documented,4 one potential benefit is that Catholic higher education can exhibit a 
myriad of creative approaches to sharing CST that align with a particular college or university’s 
mission, heritage, context, sponsoring order’s charism, and other factors. 
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As the structure and content of introductory texts in CST indicate, instruction in CST is best 
accomplished within the broader contexts of the Catholic intellectual and social traditions—
studying the lives of holy women and men; being immersed in the Church’s rich liturgy, 
sacraments, and prayer; practicing social action for justice; learning about (historical) and 
contributing to (contemporary) Catholic social movements; and participating in other facets of the 
Church’s life.5 Though we can assume faculty teaching university-level courses in CST base their 
course designs on an implicit sense of how CST functions (in order to present CST in ways that 
are most effective with university students), currently no empirical research exists on how and to 
what extent university students learn, appropriate, and engage with CST. However, existing rich 
descriptions and analyses of courses and programs could serve as a foundation for designing 
empirical studies of best practices in facilitating educational processes through which CST 
transforms students.6 
For university students (mirroring contemporary society at large), arguments from religious 
authority hold little sway; students are not convinced of the moral rightness or wrongness of 
particular attitudes and actions solely because these views are promulgated by those who occupy 
positions of religious authority in the Catholic Church.7 Moreover, the long history of formation 
work in Christianity makes clear that telling people what to value, believe, and do is not sufficient 
to bring about sustainable transformation of people’s lives.8 We cannot expect students to promote 
particular social policies on immigration, labor, the environment, racism and white privilege, or 
other issues because they are CST’s official recommendations. A further complicating factor for 
educating students regarding CST is that data on the Catholic Church’s influence on 18–24 year-
olds (so-called “traditional-age” college students) are discouraging.9 Recent Pew Research Center 
polling data document the decline in the number of Catholic (as well as other religious) adherents 
in the United States. As of 2014, thirty-six percent of 18–24 year-olds in the U.S. describe 
themselves as unaffiliated with any religion.10 This compares with nearly twenty-four percent of 
U.S. adults overall who identify themselves as religiously unaffiliated. Catholics lost the largest 
share of adherents from 2007–2014, with nearly thirteen percent of American adults reporting that 
they are former Catholics.11 These demographic data provide an important context for the 
challenges Catholic higher education faces.12 Moreover, Catholic higher education’s landscape has 
changed considerably in the last fifty years in light of ecclesial, cultural, social, and educational 
factors, leading to a renewed need to consider the ways in which students learn about CST.13 
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For those who do participate in Catholic higher education and remain receptive to learning 
about CST, what are some possible ways that CST actually transforms students? To answer this 
question, it is important to recognize the common understanding that CST includes two levels of 
teaching: (1) general principles (or themes)14 to which all Catholics are expected to assent, and (2) 
application of the principles to specific issues, where Catholics in good conscience may disagree. 
The documents that comprise CST generally employ social analysis (analyzing “the signs of the 
times”) in order to make a case for the policy prescriptions bishops and popes offer for particular 
issues. Given that the magisterium offers both principles central to the Catholic tradition (such as 
human dignity, solidarity, and common good) and prudential judgments about policies, how can 
college students be formed by, appropriate, question, apply, and contribute to developing CST in 
creative ways?  
I sketch in the following the contours of three possible hypotheses regarding the resources 
within CST that may inform and transform students’ lives. These hypotheses are not intended to 
be exhaustive, and none of them is mutually exclusive. 
First, CST’s principles may teach students by complicating their habits of moral reasoning. The 
principles call into question the common sensibilities most students hold by turning contemporary 
American values on their heads. For example, the principles of option for the poor, common good, 
human dignity, and solidarity appeal to persons’ highest aspirations, noblest visions of the good, 
and most elevated sensibilities regarding human responsibilities. But these principles contrast with 
the highly individualistic ethos that assumes all people in the U.S. have equal life chances and that 
individual effort yields fair outcomes in individuals’ lives. To be sure, the principles of CST 
significantly differ from the prevailing view of traditional-age university students. Christian Smith 
and others’ studies of 18–23 year-olds indicate that their dominant faith orientation, “moralistic 
therapeutic deism,” mirrors that of the majority of U.S. adults. This view deemphasizes religious 
doctrine and values each individual’s autonomy in acting according to a personal sense of what is 
right.15 By contrast, the principles of CST provide standards for judgment and affirm that a 
different and better world—and a different way of viewing the world—are possible. The first 
hypothesis about how the principles of CST function differs from CST’s “default pedagogy”16 (to 
borrow Roger Bergman’s apt term) that the faithful should simply apply principles to particular 
situations. Rather, the first hypothesis suggests that prior to students’ (or anyone’s) application of 
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principles, it must be the case that the principles offer an attractive way of viewing oneself, society, 
and communal responsibilities. 
Second, after complicating students’ moral reasoning and proposing a more adequate set of 
values or principles than the highly individualistic view that most students hold, CST incorporates 
social analysis, which it terms “reading the signs of the times,” that can help to extend students’ 
thinking in systematic ways. CST assumes that social structures are not immutable. They can be 
transformed, so that they become less sinful and more reflective of God’s grace. Students can learn 
to use social analysis to examine both social problems and the policy prescriptions that flow from 
the general principles of CST. These policy prescriptions are often at odds with what students have 
been previously taught, and may prima facie seem at odds with narrow understandings of self-
interest. Bryan Massingale and others note that CST’s social analysis of economic issues is more 
comprehensive than its social analysis of some other issues CST takes up, particularly the issue of 
U.S. racism. Without adequate social analysis, CST can slip into “pious exhortations that do not 
persuade critical readers.”17 Conversely, however, when CST provides adequate social analysis, 
students can learn both from its method of social analysis and its conclusions. For example, 
“Strangers No Longer: Together on the Journey of Hope,” the 2003 pastoral letter written by the 
bishops of Mexico and the U.S. on immigration, includes analyses of immigration from historical, 
economic, political, and religious perspectives. Students who read this document learn multiple 
dimensions of what is often portrayed in public discourse as a simple issue. The rich social analysis 
of immigration provides a strong foundation for the policy prescriptions the bishops offer, and 
provides a model for how students can approach other complex social issues.18 
Why is the social analysis in CST distinctive from other methods of social analysis that students 
may learn in a standard sociology course or other courses? While courses in the social sciences 
provide excellent complements to the study of CST, the third resource in CST that may potentially 
transform students is its Catholic sacramental worldview. Students may adopt (or have already 
been informed by) this lens for seeing and interpreting reality. The sacramental worldview that 
suffuses and underlies all of CST—both principles and policies—provides a frame of reference 
that influences the way students interpret contemporary society and relationships. “Sacramental 
worldview” refers to the understanding that the sacred and profane are linked, with the upshot that 
we have sacred obligations to improve the world and contribute to the kingdom of God. All 
creation is suffused with the holy, by God the Creator and sustainer of all life, with the implication 
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that we may experience God’s love through ordinary and extraordinary events, persons, and the 
natural world.19 A sacramental worldview implies that all is interconnected, and that humanity 
really is one family. The holy is accessible through all creation, and we must transform social 
structures marked by sin into graced, just social structures. The sacramental worldview affirms a 
positive engagement with society and public life, which encourages students to engage in action 
for transforming the world. 
CST has much to recommend it for informing students’ moral imaginations and decision-
making: its attractive principles for judgment, social analysis, and sacramental worldview. 
Identifying the elements within CST that inform and transform students’ knowledge, values, and 
actions related to social justice represents one facet of a larger process. The ultimate goal for 
Catholic higher education with regard to CST is not only for students to appropriate it (though this 
is a challenging and worthy goal in itself), but for students to be so formed by CST that they can 
question its adequacy to particular social challenges, participate in the Church’s and other groups’ 
efforts for social transformation, and suggest how the Church could more robustly respond to 
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